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Foreword 
From the- wheatfields o{ the Civil War to the jungies and paddies of 

Vielman. the United Stales Anny has led the world in adapting modern 
transport technology lo the humanitarian goal of saving the live5 of the 
sick and w-0unded. Drawing on its first ~ts with helicopters in 
Korea. the Anny in V-aetnam came to rdy ..Imost entirely on the 
hdicopter for medical evacuation. The Dust Off and M~evac helicop­
ter ambulance uniu tested and perkcted for medical use lhe Army's 
new hdicopter, the UH-I ( .. Hury" Iroquois}. and developed several 
new devices, especially the hoist, lhat helped save thousands of 
American and allied lives ~ween 1962 and 1973. The pilots of these 
helic<>pter ambulan~ displayed a cow-age and devotion to duty that 
earned them widespread respect from soldiers in Vietnam. 

This book chronkles the eMly prnblems of medic.al evacuation in 
Vietnam, recounts the valor of several of the Dust Off crews, and 
describes the procedur~ and ~uipment wed to speed the movement 
of patients to in-<heatn- Anny hospitals. It also shows the dfect that 
the heli.coptcr had on traditional Army procedure.ti dat.mg back to the 
Civil War. ll should interest anyone concerned with Anny medicaJ 
history, the Vietnam War, or the problem of administering medical 
care in war or in tim~ of civiJlan disasten. The widespre41.d use of the 
helicopter for medical evacuation in America since the Vietnam War 
testifies to the broader is.sues raised by this study, and of the cdevance 
of Army hi.story to the civilian community. It is gntifying that the 
demand for this worl justifies this n~ reprint. 

Washington, D.C. 
22 May 1984 

DOUGLAS KINNARD 
Bcig.idier General, U.S.A. (Rei.: 
Chief of Mihtary History 

llJ 
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Preface 
During a tour with The Historical Unit , U.S. Army Medical Depart· 

ment. For1 Detrick. Maryland, from 1974 to 1977, Peter C. Dorland, then a 
captain and a former Oust Off pilot in Vietnam, completed the buic 
retearch for this book and drafted a lengthy manu;cript. In the tlrst seven 
months of 1981, as an editor at the U.S. Army Cenm or Military History 
(CMH), Washington, D.C ., I conducted further research on Dust Off. 
reorganized and redrafted portions of the original manuscript , u1d added 
Chapter 4 and the Epilogue. 

The a1Hhort accumulated a store of debts, both at Fort Detrick and 
Washingtori. Albert E. Cowdrey, chief of the Medical History Branch 
(CMH), supervised the project, improving the manuscript's prote and 
organization in many places, and saw that the revision received a review by 
other historians at the Centel": Stanley L. Falk, George L. Mac Garrigle, and 
Jeffrey Greenhut. Col. James W. Dunn's critical eye also improved the 
sub~tancc of the book. The final edit ing and prepar.ation or the book for 
publication was the work of Edith M. Boldan. Arthur S. Hardyman hel~d 
design the cover and the map. 

Othen at the Center who responded to frequent plea.5 ror assistance were 
Charle& Simpson, Col. Mary Van Harn, Charle• Ellsworth, Geraldine 
Judkins, Mary Gillett, Dwight Oland, Graham Cosrn.aa, Vincent Demma, 
Jeffrey Clarke, and my coworkers in the Editorial Branch. 

Without the help or these many people, Peter Dorland and I co1.1ld not 
have produced this book, The authors, or course, actc:pt sole re$ponsibility 
for any errors. 

Washington, D.C. 
18 January 1982 

JAMES NANNEY 

v 
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would hover nearby to extricate the crews jf troubJe developed and to 
evacuate any remaining AR VN casualties. Since alJ their Medevacs 
were shot up. destroyed, or committed elsewhere. the 1st Cavalry bad 
to borrow three nondivisionaJ Dust Off helicopters. At 0930 next 
morning ARYN and American howitzer batteries staned laying a 
barrage of smoke rounds in the area to create a screen for the Uj><Xlm~ 
ing rescue. Just before the operation began, four Cobras fired more 
smoke rounds. At l 14-5 the flight of three Medevacs wath t.hrtt cobras 
on each side started into the area. The first ship in loaded Modica and 
his crew and Oew out. The scoond extracted several AR VN wounded 
and also s. i: Jy left the area. An enemy rocket hit the third ship as it 

:>ok off with -¥0 remaining AR VN casualties, but the crew brought 
the ship down without further injuries and was quickJy rescued. The 
next day nine pilots and crew~n involved in this rcsicue received 
~a ... ~ .. ~tars. Sergeant Rocco won a Medal of Honor for hi.s part in 

ica and ·most of his crew. 

lA-Os 

By U _ r 1970 alJied intelligence dearly showed two very 
dlsturb1r kns. After recovering from the setback inflicted by the 
.allied att<lt.k m Cambodia, the enemy was making plans to strangle 

' Penh, depo~e the Lon Nol government. and .reopen their 
supply routes by retaking the poet of Kmnpong Som on the 

Guo Thailand. AJso. ·'.e North Victnamc~ Am1y wa.~ improving 
its road nets m Laos, building up supplies, and sending rein­
forcemen ts aJI apparentJy m preparation for large-scale offensives in 
I Corps L . _., tig in early January 197 J the U.S. XXIV Oorps 
and the South V1etnarnesc Jomt General Staff began planning for a 
prevemh· - .,, n c on the enemy bases and lines of communicatJOn ~­
tween the northwest bocd<"r of I Corps 7.one and the Laotian city of. 
Muang Xepon . In keeping wit11 President Nix:on's Vietnanuzaoon 
program, the South Vietnamese Anny was to supply the ground com­
bat forces while the United States supplied air and artillery support. 
U .S . forces were forbidden to set foot on Laotian soiJ. 

Laos turned into Dust Off's greatest test in the Vietnam war. 
The complexity and offensive character of the <>perarion praented the 
aUies a new problem: the helicopter transport and evacuati.on of large 
forces in. rapidly changing tactical situations. .From 8 February 
through 9 April 1971 U.S. aircraft, including Air Fo'f'C(" B-52's and 
some 650 Army helicopters, transported ARVN troops into Laos, 
gave chem covering fire, and evacuated their wounded and dead. The 
U.S. units involved were reinforced contingents from the IOlst Air­
borne Division (Airmobale), 5dt Infantry Division (Mechanized), and 

-or. 
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23d ("America.J") Infantry Division. All opcratW. under dtr. corr 11.and 
of Headquarters, XXlV Coi-ps. The offensive accomphshcd o~e 
jtttive: it delayed the enemy at least several months. But it showed 
that even with U.S. support the AR VN forces lacked the leadership to 
prevenc heavy losses-approximately 50 percent casualties. 

The AR VN part of this j<Mnt., four-phased operation was c ~ ., i .uAM 

SoN 719; the U .S. part, DEWEY CANYON II . Between 30 January and 7 
February the a}1jeg were to clear western Quang Tri Province and the 
east-w~-t Route 9 as far west as the LaotJan border rstablishmg forward 
US. bases at the abandoned Khe Sanh combat ':Jase and fire support 
base Vandegrift. In Phase I1between8 February and6 March th• •outh 
Viemamesc would cross the border into Laos, ¢'Stablish frre support 
bases. and press on to Muang Xcpon. During the next three days, or 
Phase III. the South Vietnamese would locate and destroy enemy caches 
and inst.allations in and around Muang Xcpon . In Phase IV all forces 
would gradually withdraw from Laos either along Route 9 or along a 
more southern route. 

AU of this information was so tightly held for security reasons that 
medical planners were unaware of the impending operation until the last 
few days of January. Finally the XXN Corp5 Surgeon, the seni°' 
medical adviser &n 1 <Arps Zone, and the commander of lhe ARVN 7 bt 
Medical Group recdvro a partial briefing on the objectives and plan of 
execution. They set to work immediately, realizing that. plans for 
medical support had to be hastily drawn up. Fom. ~-· · ~y. both the 
ARYN and U.S. medical units had stockpiled constd ~~ ~rvcsof 

supplies in anticipation of a 197 l Tet offensive. Because of 1he paucity of 
infonnation, casualty estimates had co be extremely rough. In fact, 
because of the minim.al TC'!istancc expt"cted from the supposedly 
rearguard enemy troops in the area, fi rst predictions were for Jow 
casualties. 

After the first briefings, the 67d1 ,Ae<licaJ Group immediately began 
to give Soudt Vietnamese uni~ addnional training in the use of U.S. 
medical evacuation. The AR VN interpreters assigned to work with the 
Dust Off crews were given as much train mg a.~ the week's busy schcdul<' 
permitted. After the 1st Brigade, 5th Infantry Division, competed itf 
two-pronged drive west to.Khe Sanh, it dug in at th.at base with two 101s• 
Airborne F.aglc Dust Off belioopters standing by. Khe Sanh served as tht 
forwardmost site of medical support for the eleven U.S. battalions work­
ing between then: and the bonkc. The Dust Otrhdtcopters alro stooc 
".ady to assist the forty -two South Vietnamese maneuver battalion: 

.signed to the operati<m. Dust Off helicopters backhaul<:d U.S 
!'iualties to the 18th Surgical Hospital at Quang TTi once they wcreab]4 

to travel. Two {)(her Dust ()(f aircraft stationed at the l8th were to cove 
the land non:h to the Demmtarized Zone and west to the base name• 
Rock Pile on Route 9. All four of these ships wen: oomm.itted to area sup 
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port. On 5 Febrnary the 67th McdicaJ Group put aJiaison officer at the 
18th Surgic.aJ to respond better to the needs of the U .S. forces. 

Meanwhile the ARVN medical service set up its hospital eight 
kilometers soutb of Khe Sanh at Bach Son. The South Vietnamese set 

up tents and excavaced bunkers. The facilities included two operating 
rooms, an X-ray room, and fifty underground beds. The main Viet­
namese hospital for LAM SoN 719 was near the coast, at Dong Ha, at 
the intersection of Routes l and 9. 

1ne Laotian operation presented th<" problem Qf suddenly coor­
dinating aeromedic.al evacuation units whooe work so far had usually 
been at scattered sites and, especially in the detachments, under only 
tenuous control by superior organizations. Because of the dangers of the 
missions and the direct inv:olvement of most of the resources of two air 
ambulance detacl1ments - the 237th and the 57lst-Col. Richard E. 
Bentley, commander~f the 61st Medi.cal Battalion and aviati.on staff of-

·r of the 67th Medical Croup, ordered that either the commander or 
lerntions officer of the 57lst be physically present a< d_ie Khe Sanh 

operations bunker to help regulate both the 237th and 571st. This order 
stood until the difficulty of conlrolJing both fixed and rotary-wing aircrafl 
and coordinating them wi.tb a rtillery strikes bombing, and ground 
maneuvers fi nally forced the XXIV C orps ro request the 67th Medical 
Gmup for operation.al control of the two detachments. The 67th con­
sented. The XXlV Corps assigned operational control of the detach-

1ents •o tht> '126th M ~di.cal Battalion of the JOlst Airborne, which then 
>ntrul ltvf the Opt.".rntions of all evacuation helicopters at Khe Sanh and 

,.luang ..... n Two other MEDC OM Dust Off uni.ts, the 236th Detach­
ment and the 498th MedicaJ Company, also furnished general support 
r'.'r n ·rthem I Corps and helped hack.haul patients from the J8th Surgic..al 
Hos. 11tal at Quang Tri and the 85th Evacuation Hospital at Phu Bai to 
the CJ 1th Evacuation H osp ital at Da Nang. 

W hen Phase 1I of the operation hcgan, lwo MEOCOM Dust Oils 
1oi.ned the M edevacs and Eagle Dust Offs camped a t Khe Sann to 
support the invasion . T\'1•0 of tlie four ships were put under the opera­
tional control of the 10 l st Comba t Aviation Group, prjmarily to cover 
combat assaults and pull downed crews from Laos . T11e U .S. medical 
_stafT quickly set u p a fow standard procedures for the incursi.on _ S ince 
no U .S . advisers would accompany tht~ ARVN ground troops into 
Laos, all medical eva cuation missions across the border had to have 
an AR VN interpret' :m the airo-dft. Once the heavy enemy antiair·· 
craft defenses i.n Laos became apparent, the staff decided that gun­
s.hips would have t<J cover the air ambulances once they crossed tbe 
border. }~inally, aU evacuation requests would have to pass through a 
c.acticaI operations center, preferably that of rhe ARVN I Corps, 
rather than go directly to the aircraft oommanden. 

During the first three weeks of the operation, the air ambulance 
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crews complained vociferously. The lar~r concept of the opt- 1c (ton 
·had nol been made dear to them, and the lack ·,f g!~nsh1p cm..-r1 e 
poor communications, and the false information on 8("("il St..'<. unty dnd 
casualties suggestf',.d to them that the operation was a mess. rhe fur­
ther the South Vietnamese penetrated into Laos, the more intense 
became the antiaircraft fire and t~ indirect fire on the landing zones. 
As Phase H drew to a dose, however, some of tlk 1pf'rating pr< 
cedures smoothed out. Duse Off representatives now sat m the div1-
sional tactical operatio·ns centers; ground commanders overcame 
much of their reluctance to talk with hdicopters , and gunship cover 
became routinely available . Coordinarion of di.visional and nondivi­
sional air ambulances improved markedly once the evacuation re 
quests were funnded to a ·single Dust Off operations center at Khc 

Sanh-
Efficiency "uffered most of aH from the bad weather_ The area east 

of the mountains was still in the winter monsoon season. At the same 
time. the weathel· at Khe Sanh and co the west would often be flyabJe. 
Since it was on a high plateau. Khe Sanh itself often required instru­
ment flight while the nearby are.as wen: under visual flight rules . 
Often an aircraft took off from Khe Sanh in the late afternoon, Oew a 
pickup from Laos. and then had to fly all the way back to Quang Tri 
to land because of poor vi.sibility and low ceilings at Khe Sanh . On 
twenty-four of forty-four days of the Laos opcr<1 tion. low ceilings and 
reduced visibility delayed flight schedules. On some days there were 
no flights at all bt."t:ause of the weather. 

Effic iency also :suffered from the poor arrangements for 
backhauls. During Phase l of the operation, patients a( KJ1e Sanh 
were placed -0n fixed-wing resupply ships for medically unattended 
flights south to Da Nang or Ta.11 Son Nhut. But this pract i, ~ ool 
sanctioned and ceased early. On 12 February at the Teql ~r-
Surgeon of the U .S . XXIV Corps, the 101st Combat Avia t' •p 
began fumjshing two CH-47's e.ach day to backhauJ r 
from the AR VN hospital at Bach Son. But this was ioadec1 
Off a ircraft at Khe Sanh st\ll had to b ack.haul ernergeuf 

:, Dong Ha . As casualties mounted, the backhauls impa ired 
ability to respond rapidly to requests for fidd evacu'l rio 
medical system had <".onu-ol of wo 'few aircraft to dischar~l't! all u1 i ts 

responsibilities. 
Poor coordinati.on of gunship suppoI1 also be.came a ke)' obstacle to 

a ir ambulance missions. On 24 February, mission response tune rose 
to seven hours because of dda~_..J gunship protection. Finally, after 
several complaints by the air ambulance news, -the lOlst Airborne 
and the XXJV Corps agreed to dedicate i>·mne gunshi.ps to air am­
bulance coverage. When an ai.r aHlhulam.--c launched from Khe Sanh, 
the tOlst Combat Aviari~:m Group had. gunships primed to go with it: 
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two teams were on standby during the day and ooe at night. The 
lOlst Group also had a fire team positioned at Dong Ha for Dust Off 
protection. But gunship support for all the missions into Laos was stiJI 
impossible, since there were not enough gunships avail.able to satisfy 
all the high priority combat and medicaJ missions. The probk"Jll con­
tinued until 25 February, when the XXlV C-Orps gave Dust Off tbe 
highest priority for gunstnp support regardkssofthe tactical situation 
ur other requests. Even so, the enemy antiaircraft fire was so intense 
and the flight routes so restricted by weather and geography that 
many Dust Off crew<; resumed the old practia of flying aU missions in 
pairs, to aJlow one crew to immediately recovn its downed teammate. 

Nonh Vietnamese inteUigence had given the eoem)' iimple time to 
depJoy an extensive, weJl-integr.ned, and highly mobile air defense 
system throughout the Xe Pon area of Laos . Many enemy antiaircraft 
weapons were radar·controUed, and Dust Off pilo<s monitoring their 
VHF radios came to tecognize the .. wheep wheep~ of the radar sweeps 
and take evasive action. But the North Vietnamese had spread some 
750 medium caliber antiaircraft machine guns along Route 9 aod the 
valley of the Xe Pon River leading west to Muang Xepon. The North 
Vietnamese relocated most of their antiaircraft weapons daily, mak­
ing their detection and destruction a diffimlt task . 

The North Vietnamese also placed mortar, artillery, and rocket 
Im~ on every potential landing zone. Each zone was assigned a heavily 
armed learn of ten lo twelve men. Every airmobile operati.on. in­
dudmg what normally were single ship Dust 011 missi.ons, had to be 
worked out and coordinated, with fire support, armed escort, and a 
recovery plan . As soon as a missi.on request came in, a command­
and-control ship, gunshi.ps, and the a.ir ambulance would c rank and 
launch " • '·is medical evacuation package would rendezvous near the 
Laotian border and fly across En route to the pickup, the command 
ship hdped with navigation and steered the group around the ant1aiT· 

1ft sit~. ~ it neared the desti.nation, the air ambulance would 
hread its way through a rnrridor of friendly a.rtiUery, tactical air sup­

port, and gunships. While <he ambu1ancc was on final approach, on 
the ground, and departing, the gunships would c:irde overhead, giv­
ing nearly cominoous protective fire . After the pickup, the grnup Oe••: 
a ditlerent corridor back lo Khe Sanh. 

Papa J-Yhi.sk;• 

One Oust Off mission during the Laos operation illustrated both 
iti. chaottc finak and the bravery of a Dusi Off crewman. On 18 
February a Nonh Vietnamese regiment assaulted fire support base 
Ranger North, nine kilometers inside Laos. Aoout 1130 the South 
Vietnamese '.i9th Ranger Battalion holding th~ ha~ asked the Dust 
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Off operati.ons center at Khe Sanh to evacuate its man)' .... 0~ 1us1y. 
wounded. A Dust Off aircraft. with a crew from both the 23/t nd1 
57 ht Detachments. took off and headed west. On their first attempt 
to land they took such heavy fire that the com1nander. CW2 Joseph 
G . Brown, aborted his approach. A second time around he tried a high 
speed descent and made it in. Just before the ship touched down tht­
enemy opened fire again and continued firing while the crew loaded du· 
wounded Rangers. Uninjured Rangers trying to esape the base als<J 
poured mto the ship, and Brown had trouble 1ifting i.t off. Just as be 
dear~xl the ground, a mortar round e>..ploded in front of the cockpit, 
shattering the console and wounding him. The ship crashed. Rangers 
scattered from the wreck and the Dust Off crew dragged Brown to a 
ditch for temporary shelter. Leaving hi.m with hi~ pilor . CW" 
Darrel 0. Monteith. the crew chief and two medi<:al corpsmen litarted 
runrung toward a hunker. A mortar round expkt<kd and blew on 
corpsman, Sp4c. Jame11. C . Costdlo, to the ground. His chest protec­
tor had saved his Jife, and he ~tood up, shaken but uninjured. The 
same explosion bl.cw shrapnel into the back and left shoulder of the 
crew chief, Spk. Denn1s M. Fujii. A second mortar round wounded 
the other corpsman, Sp4-c. Paul A . Simcoe. The three men staggered 
into the bunker. 

ShtJrtly before 1400 an Eagle Du:st Off ship tried to rescue them, 
but automatic weapons fire drove it off, woundLng its pilot. At 1500 
another Eagle Dust Off ship landed under heavy gunship cover. The 
wound.ro Dust Off crew, except for Fuji.i, raced to the Eagle shi.p. A 
mortar barrage falling around it kept him pinned in his bunker, 
where he waved off his restuers. 1.o escape t.he enemy fire the Eagle 
pilot had to take off, leaving Fujii as the i."Ole American on the fire 
base, w~uch was now surrounded by two North Vietnamese 
«".gimems. Another Dust Off ship soon arrived to pick up Fujii, but 
enemy fire forc("d it to return to Khe. Sanh. 

At 1640 Fujii found a working PRC-_?-5 radio and started broad­
casting, using the r.aU sign "Papa Whiliikey." He told the pilots high 
overhead that. he want<",d no more attempts to rescue him because the 
base wru; too hoc Using what medical !rnowk.dge he had picked up, 
be began tending tn the wounded Rangers who sunuunded him. 

That night one of the Nor~.h Vietnamese regiments, lR1.pported by 
heavy artilleq', started to attack the smaU base. For· the .next sev(:n­
teen hours Papa \'Vhiskey was the nerve centn of the a.Jtit.-<l outpost, 
using bis rnd.io to call in and adjust the fire of U.S. Air Fmioe AC-13{ 
flare ships, AC- l 19 and AC-130 b'llnships. and jet fi1,-hters. Workin~ 
with the Air Force•s forward .air controllers. he coordinat«",d the si> 
ftare1ihipS and seven gunships that were supporting Ranger Nortli 
Twice during the ni.ght the enemy breached the perimeter, and onl) 
then did :Fujii stop transmicting to pi<:k up an Ml6 and join the fight 
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With the Ranger commander's permission, Fujii brought the friendly 
fire to within twenty meters of the base's perimeter, of ten leaving the 
safety of his bunker to get a dose:r look at the incoming friendJy 
rounds. He worked aH night and into the next morning, bringing in 
more than twenty coordinated gunship assaults. 

The next afternoon an all-out rescue attempt began. A fleet of 
twenty-one hdicopters descended on the base, the gunships firing on 
every possible enemy position. With Fujii also ca1Jing in artiHery 
strikes, the aJJics ringed the camp with continuous fire. Even so, 
hostile fire was so intense that the commander of the rescue Oeet, Lt. 
Col. William Peachey, prepared to send down a singk ship rather 
than risk a formation. Fujii asked that as many of the 150 AR VN 
casualties as possible be evacuated before him, but Peachey ordered 
him to jump on the first ship that landed. Maj. James Lloyd and 
Capt. David Nelson left the formation, descended i.nto the valley, 
then flew up a slope to the fire base, hugging the trees, and dropped in 
unharmed. Fujii scrambled on board with fourteen Rangers. Having 
recovered from their surprise, the enemy opened fo-e on the ship as ic 
lifted. off Raked wi.ch bullets. it caught fire and the cockpil filled with 
smoke. The pi.lots headed toward Ranger South, fire base of the 2 lst 
Ranger Battalion about four kilometers southwest. They landed and 
everyone jumped fr.om the burning ship as its M60 rounds started to 
cook off i.n the flames. Miracu•ousJy. no one was injUTed. Ranger 
South itself soon came under heavy enemy attack, but Fujii's work 
was over. FinaJJy, at 1600 on 22 February, WO hours af<er he was 
wounded, he was admitted to the 85th Evacuation Hospital at Phu 
Bai. He had helped save 122 Rangern. He wa:s quickly awarded. a 
Silver Star, which was later upgraded to a Distinguished Service 
Cross. 

Fujai's mission wax only part of an operation that had turned into 
an emban<LSsing scr-a1nble to safety. According to the afler action 
report of the 6lst Medical Battalion: '"During tbe fast phases of Oper­
ation Lam Son 719 enemy ac:..1.ivity forth.er intensified. Landing zones 
were dangerously insenm;::. Ai.r Ambulances landing to Jlick up 
wounded were swarmed with fit and able soldieu seeking a way out of 
their i.ncreasingJy prernzfous position. Medical eva<:uation pilots 
reported complete lad:. of disdpllne rluri.og the last <lays of the opera­
tion coupled with en;tremdy ha.7~ .. ardous c:onditioos." Evacuation ships, 
and indeed any aircraf! landing near the South Viernamese units, 
wen~ rushed by thmngs of able-bodied soldiers trying to t~<:apc. One 
Eagle Dust ·Off ship, a UH-IH with a nornial load of eleven 
passengers, landed for a. pickup and bad lo take ofl a.I.most immediaw·­
ly because of smaJI anns fire arid m.ortm· rounds in !he Landi.ng zone .. 
After the. pilot st~t bis ship down in Khe Sanh, bis c.rew counted thirty­
two ARYN soldiers on board, all without weapons orequip1mmt, on-
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ty one of whom was wounded. To prevent AR VN soldiers from hitch­
ing a ride back on the sides of the aircraft, some crew~ resorted u; 
coating the skids with gn:ase. 

By early April the Dust Off and Medevac ships had saved hun· 
dreds of 11ves. In the two-month operation they fiew so~e 1,400 mis· 
sions, evacuating 4,200 patients. Six crewmen were liiled and four· 
teen wounded. Ten air ambulances were destroyed, about one out of 
every ten ai.rcrafl lost in the operation. On 8 Ap• -<ince the incursion 
was over, XXIV Corps gave up its operarinnaJ wntrot of t_he MED· 
COM air ambulances. Dust Off pilots had seen their .last ma1or 
operation of the war. 

Stand-Down and Ship Uul 

The phased withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam, begun 
i.n the summer of 1968, continued until , on 11 August 1972, the last 
American ground combat unit .stood down at Da Nang. The 
American venture in chis small, remote Asian country had come full 
circle. More than seven years earlier, on 8 March 1965, the first U.S . 
ground combat forces had landed on these same beaches. In 
December 1961 the first U.S. military units, two helicopter com­
panies, had arrived in Saigon to ai.d the South Vietnamese govern­
ment. h had been the longest war in Unit-ed States history, and 
almost half of it hacl been devoted t<l the withdrawal. 

The drawdown of medical support paralleled that of comba~ 
forces. but lasted a little ionger because of continuing mcdica1 needs 
of noncombat U.S. forces in Vietnam. In the early months of 1.972 
MEDCOM air ambulan~s decreased from forty-ei.ght to thirty. leav 
ing five detachments: the 57th, l59th, 237th, 247th, and 57lst. fo 
June 1972 tbe Air Ambulance Platoon of the 1st Cavalry stood dowri, 
leavi.ng all air ambulance missions to the fe"' remaining nondi11isional 
Du1;t Off units. In February 1973 three of the last four Dust Off 
df·tachments-the 237th, 247th, and57ht--s£ooddown. In February 
the 57tb Detachment, the first to arrive in Viet.nam and whost: early 
wmmandt':r, Maj. Charles Kelly, had created the Dust Off mystique, 
p1iepared to become the last to leave, dosing down its ope.~rations a.t 
Tan Son Nhut. On 1 l March it flew the last Dust Off mt8.5ion in Viet·· 
nam, for an appcndici.tis ca.<;e. 

After they turned in their ai~·craft on H· March., the fow remaining 
members of the 57th had litde to occupy their time. Some simply took 
pleasure in building their sun tam. A few tried to readjust their daily 
rhythms to Stateside time; they JCS't~l their clocks .and began to Sive at 
their home hou1·s, though this m.cant gc:n.ing up in the dark and sleep· 
ing pa.rt of tbc day. Every now and then they had to check on their 
departure dat<:, but 110 one demanded any work of them. On 28 
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March they received orders to move to Camp Alpha, the personnel 
staging facility at Tan Son Nhut, where they were restricted to the 
compound pending their flight out. Finally, at 0100 on the twenty­
ninth, they boarded buses for a ride to their C-141 transport_ The 
drivers halted the bmes some fifty feet from the floodlightedjd, and 
kept the bus doors closed while a double me of pcopJe fonned between 
the bus and the boarding stairs. The two lines were compo!llC<I of 
Americans, South Vietnamese, North Viet:nameJle, and Viet Cong, 
all members of the Four Power Joint Military Commission that wrui 
supervising the implementation of the peace treaty. 

The bus door opened, and one at a time the departing personnel 
of the !>7th marched through thU; double fue. They bad been part of 
the fast U.S. Army operational personnel in South Vietnam. The 
aame day the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, lowered its 
flag aM< ceased to furn;tion for the first time since 1962. The ground 
war in Vietnam was completely in the hands of the Republic of Viet­
nam fOr the first time in twenty-seven years. During a long, auel, 
and ulti.matdy J05ing struggle, Dust Olf penonneJ had romponed 
themselves with courage and honor, proving that a band of brave and 
droi.cat<".d pilots and crewmen could make this new mode of medi.caJ 
evacuation work ex:trcmely well. even against well-prepared enemy 
ground fire. 
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Epilogue 
The Vtetnam War had its precedents &n American military 

h~tory. At the turn of this century the U.S. Army in the Philippines, 
onJy a few years after the end of i.ts trials during the Indian Wan of 
the American frontier, again fought an enemy that often used guer­
riUa tactics. In 1898 many American soldiers serving in Cuba suffered 
the tomients of tropical disease. World War II in the Pacific. although 
conventional in nature, once more subjected Ameriran soldi.en to the 
hardships of warfare in the tropics. But advances in weapons and 
military transport made the Vietnam War a virtually new experience 
for the American anned forces. 

This was especially true for the Army Mooical Department. Its 
experiences with patient evacuation in the Kore.an War had only 
foreshadowed. the problems it would confront in South Vtetnam. 
H~ticopter ambulances in Korea had c-arely needed to fly over enemy­
held areas, and the terrain of Korea, although rugged, lacked the 
thick jungles and forat:s that obstructed the air ambuJances in Vi.et~ 
nam. While Anny hoop&tats in Korea had been highly mobile, moving 
often with the troops. the frondcss war in Vietnam resulted in a fixed 
location for almost all hmpitals. French armed forces had used the 
helicopter for medical evacuation in their µnsuccessful struggle in In­
<loc.hina, but since they had used aircraft that were ~n obsokte, 
their expericntts could offer little guidance to the Americans who ar­
rived in V ietnam in 1962. 

SmtisticI 

Records produced by the various U.S. Army air ambulan~ units 
in Vietnam :show that the Medical Department's new aeromedical 
e\'acuation sy~ttm perfurmed beyond aU expec:tati.on. Although 
figures a.re Jacking for some phases of the systf'.m's work, enough 
reports have mrvived ro permit an assessment of what it acoom­
plish~d . It is possible both to describe the number and types of pa­
tieoc.s transported and to compare the risks of air ambulance missi.on5 
with those of other helicopter missions in the Vietnam Wac. 

Air ambuJaru:ics transported most of the Army's sick, injured, and 
wounded who required rapi.d mo~ment to a medical facility, and alsc 
many Vietnamese civilian and military casualties. From May 1962 
through March l 973 the ambulan<:es moved between 850,000 and 


